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Matthew 25:32-40  32 All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.  33 He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left.  34 "Then the King will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world.  35 For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in,  36 I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.'  37 "Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink?  38 When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you?  39 When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?'  40 "The King will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.'

Summary from the last week
How will we recognize our Lord Jesus when he returns? What is the appearance of “the Son of Man” coming in the last day? Only those who met him in person will recognize Him correctly.  Only those who experienced Him as their bridegroom, their brother, as their Father, and as their loving neighbor understand the mystery of the glory of the Son of Man.  What is His glory? The Son o f Man lived a life of wilderness. He exposed the deep root of our darkness which comes from the lustful sin, the knowledge of good and evil. And then He nailed it down on the cross with His death and He rose again from the dead in order to give us a new eternal life. As a result, we also became little sons of the Man who are called to live the same life that Jesus lived. We give glory to the Lord because we experience God’s faithful work in our lives which takes away our old self rooted in the darkness and lifts us up as a new creation in His light. When will the Son of Man come in His glory?  Only those who will see His glory are the ones who continue to experience the mystery of the life of self-denial in the Lord.

“All the nation will be gathered before Him”(v.32).
The King will come and gather all people before Him and will start separating one from the other. The word, “separation”(aphoizo) means “divide, limit, choose, and appoint.” It is derived from the word, “horiazo” which means “predetermine and plan.”  So, the King already decided, chose, and separated His people from the beginning. When the end time comes, His will, will be processed as it was planned before. “For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight”(Eph.1:4).  The word, “separation” is akin to the word, “oath.” “Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an oath”(Heb. 6:17).  “In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will”(Eph. 1:11). God made an oath on His will to separate His people among nations. 

We might have a question here. From our common perspective, isn’t God going to judge the righteous and the wicked according to their works at the end? Isn’t God going to give punishment to the evil ones and award the good people? Let us see more carefully what the bible says about God’s judgment at the end. God’s plan and will is completely different than our common sense. He will separate the wicked and the righteous according to His predetermined will.  God’s separation is not based on our works, but only on the faith that caused His people to trust His work.  That will be the only factor He will use to judge the sheep and the goats. Doesn’t this sound fair? It looks as if all of my good works will not be recognized but denied meaningless.  It is why we have to study the word of God more seriously to discern God’s standards which almost oppose our worldly standards and perspective. From the viewpoint of our own standards, it sounds unfair. However, if we correctly understand the real sin and righteousness of God revealed by His people in the bible, we will realize why the way of God’s judgment is only righteous and correct.  (Question: what about our human law and standards? Aren’t they absolute and fair always? Our law is differently applied depending upon our good and evil judgment.  Our good and evil standards have always been changed to justify our rights or to judge other’s works.  So, human judgment and punishment can never be fair to perfectly satisfy everyone. 

God’s decree can never be dependent upon our works in regard to our salvation. It is because our consciousness and works are completely corrupted from our birth (see Rom. 3). God is not a God of good and evil as we see it.  (Do you think God will also judge things as either good or evil like we do? If so, what standard will He judge?). In the bible, we see that God many times used our concept of good and evil in reverse or united them as one under His provision to display His glory. Many things we consider evil from our own standard were used as tools to ultimately reveal God’s absolute goodness (examples: Abraham and Isaac’s denial on their wives before kings, Jacob’s deceptions, the affair of Judah and Tamar, etc.)
If we don’t receive the Holy Spirit’s sealing and guidance in our lives, we are just the same as a spiritless animal because our lustful knowledge of good and evil always leads us to satisfy our craving desire. In other words, with our corrupted conscience, we never are able to absolutely judge what is right or wrong. Whatever we do, both are sinful before God’s eyes. In addition, our good and evil standard is confined by chronos time, so we judge and interpret all events according to our present core values. However, the bible shows that God’s time is not limited in our time but surpasses our boundaries. For example, the beginning of creation and the last day are united as one in God’s time. John in the book of Revelation saw the perfect church already established in heaven. “To bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ”(Eph.1:10).  We see the creation first and the last day comes after as time goes by. But from a spiritual perspective, the last day is already established, and creation begins with it. (Example: Abraham and Jesus knew each other(John 8:56-58), Peter saw Moses and Elijah talking with Jesus(Matt.17:3), Paul saw himself caught up to the third heaven (2 Cor.12:1-4), John saw the perfect church in heave (Rev. 4,5, 21 chapter), Our salvation was already determined before creation(Eph.1:4), etc.).  Our faith is not given to make our salvation complete but to discover the perfect salvation accomplished and given by God. Our Christian living is not to fight with our sins but to discover the reality of our sins that were already consumed by the power of the cross. All sins were put to death and now have no relation with us, but if we don’t see this spiritual realty by faith, we are deceived again and try to fight against it with our own strength in fear. Can we see our limitation in which we are easily bound to this deception? 

All men are bound to the knowledge of good and evil, and naturally expect a result by the action of their works. So, within this mindset, we may also understand the blessing and judgment of salvation (ex: idea of retributive justice or idea of the good triumphing over the evil). However, regarding our salvation, God doesn’t demand any responsibility or works from us because we are totally corrupted sinners who can’t make any contribution to God’s saving work. Therefore, God must work alone to save us from beginning to end according to His decree.   Our corrupted mindset can’t understand how darkness becomes light. But God always enables His light out of darkness.  Eventually darkness and light are one and must be united to display His glory.  Understanding the mystery by His grace is giving glory to God in our life. As much as we stand in the place of “nothingness”, we can see this spiritual reality. The correct understanding of God’s divine work in this way will lead us to experience true healing and His restorative power in the gospel. 

Separation between the Sheep and the Goats
When the Son of Man comes, the sheep and the goats will be separated. What is its standard that will be used to determine separation? Many people incorrectly think that God will separate them because the sheep have a better character than the goats. The sheep behave more obediently to their master. So, often we hear that we should be more obedient and serve God as an innocent and naive lamb in the church. People are easily judged by their outwardly characteristics and behaviors and mistreated either as a sheep or goat because of their life and work style in the church ministry. In the Old Testament, both sheep and goats were offered as a sacrifice without any distinction. More significantly, the goats were sacrificed as a sin offering on the Day of Atonement(Lev.16:6-10).

Verse 32 says, “”One from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.” The word, “one from another” means “from mutually, or reciprocally.” They were all sinners in the beginning. One was no better than the other whatsoever before God’s eyes. But out of them all, one group was chosen and called to come out of it. Let us compare this to “the wise virgins” and “the good and faithful servants.” Why did God separate them from the others? They presented a certain “good” deed before God. But their “good” deeds could be fulfilled only through God’s special grace and power. Mankind is totally corrupted and incompetent to know God’s goodness and do God’s righteousness from birth. The perfectly righteous mind and deed demanded by God can’t come out of our life at all. But When the Holy Spirit sealed the wise virgins with His life, they were separated and purified by God. When the Holy Spirit enlightened the good and faithful servants with His power, they were also separated and enjoyed the life of God hidden in the law.  Likewise, we must understand God’s divine separation between the sheep and the goats. We shouldn’t randomly judge anyone as sheep or goats with our own standards by just looking at their outward appearance.  The final separation is only subject to God’s divine decree and predestination. His distinction isn’t and can’t be grounded upon our human character and works but is solely based upon the “life-giving” works in our lives which is gained through His special grace alone. Do I belong to the sheep or the goats? Do not even judge yourself by your own good and evil standards. If you truly belong to the sheep, you will make such a confession when you see God’s sovereign work fulfilled for you in the following verses (vv.35-40). 

The sheep on His right and the goat on His left
Let us look at God’s decree. He put the sheep on His right and the goats on His left. The word, “right”(dexious) is derived from the middle verb form, “dekomai”, which means “receive or accept.” The middle form in Greek indicates “someone does a certain thing for us.” In other words, God decided to accept one group as His own people and put them under His decree and provision for His redemptive work.  The word, “left”(euonumos) means “well-named, or “good authority and character.” In Ecclesiastes 10:2 says, “The heart of the wise inclines to the right, but the heart of the fool to the left.” In the bible, people on His left always indicates the ones who do not know the absolute necessity of God’s grace in their life but always desire to be renowned figures or heroes in the world. But they are described as the most foolish people to God’s eyes. “”I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate” (1 Cor.1:19). 

The message of God’s blessing toward His sheep(vv.34-40)
The King calls those on His right, “Come, you who are blessed(particle perfect passive form: already blessed and continue to be blessed) by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for your since the creation of the world.”(v.34). When were the ones on His right determined to take inheritance from their Father? It was right after the creation began. What did they do to receive this blessing? They believed that they were simply accepted as God’s sons by His grace.  The kingdom has been prepared for God’s sons. So, we, God’s sons are the main characters in God’s history. However, God’s elected people do not come to live in the spotlight in the world but to live a life of wilderness and self-denial under God’s continuous intervention and sovereignty

God admired them because of their loving treatment of Him and His people. “For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me”(vv.35-36).  Hearing God’s compliment, the sheep were at a loss as to what to do. They asked when they did such things to Him.  This is the true gospel that they must have experienced by His grace. These verses are not to encourage us to do more “good works” in our life,  works that are defined within our knowledge of good and evil.  These verses must be more spiritually interpreted. “When I did not have the bread of truth, you gave it to me. When I became an foreigner due to the faith in the gospel, you lifted me up in truth. When I was weak and sick by sin, you covered me with the word of truth. When I was in darkness, you rescued me out of that bondage. Who did such things in our life? (See Isaiah 61:1). It is Jesus Christ. He accomplished God’s redemptive work on the cross. Jesus, the Son of the Man, came to fulfill His work and united us with His work. We became a new creation who did the same work before God. This is the true reality about “us.” We must first see our new being in which Jesus united us with truth and through us He works to save others with truth. Our good works shouldn’t precede Gods’ absolute good saving works. We need to correctly understand first the work of the Holy Spirit and then follow His guidance.   

The “righteous” answered Him that they haven’t done such things before God. This is a very accurate answer because they saw the reality of truth in faith.  Who is the main center of their life? It is Jesus Christ.  Salvation only comes through Jesus. “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved”(Acts 4:12).    We shouldn’t try to copy the work of the cross, but we should first experience the power of the cross daily in life. In order to help others seriously, we must discover and give them the mystery of the cross.  Helping others is surely a good work, yet Jesus’ work is the only righteous work that saves others from death and sets us free from bondage of sin. Through union with Christ, we are given authority in our words and behaviors to rescue others from darkness and restore them to life. Jesus’ desire and work moves us to do this righteous job. In other words, without knowing Jesus, every human work just remains as a sinful deed before God.  The sheep’s answers sounds very humble. But this is not a message that we should speak nor should  we behave humbly like sheep.  This is the true confession of those who see the reality of the cross which was established by the righteous God Himself.
Conclusion
It is not important to know who the sheep or the goats are. Do not judge or imagine anyone by your good and evil mindset. Do not pretend to be good or humble outwardly before man or God.  The separation is only determined by God. Our job is to continuously experience God’s divine saving works in our life. In the journey of our faith, we may many times act like the goats (explain in next week). But we must assure the truth again by faith that we already sat on His right hand by the merit of Jesus and still receive His divine intervention to realize the truth of the gospel more every day.  Do we see our own darkness? “I lift up my eyes to the hills where does my help come from? My help comes from the Lord, the Maker of heaven and earth” (Psalm 121 :1-2).  Look at the hills(mountain – the law). When we understand the law which reveals our sins and find God’s life hidden in the law, we see the true reality of our deceitful world and also God’s righteous and faithful works in our world. Let us ask for God’s continuous help so that we may see the devil’s attempt to bind us into legalistic, mystical, and religious life, and also see God’s good work to lead us into the way of truth, from darkness into His light in all situations.  
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